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ABSTRACT 

In an investigation of the socioeconomic and 

demographic correlates of sex role attitudes among black Americans, 
four sex role attitude items were analyzed. Two tapped attitudes 
toward familial division of labor, one addressed perceptions of the 
c6hs( 
mothei 
age, 

ieai'if iupport^fbr igllitarianisffl among black Americans, both men 
and women. Generally, the data showed support for more modern sex 
role norms in ail areas except one — motherhood, which a large 
Saiority of both sexes saw as the most fulfilling role for women. 
Although there were sex differences on the other three norms, they^ 
were not as large as might be expected. Overall, the correlates and 
predictors of sex role attitudes of men arid women were found to be 

differerit. More relationships were found betweeri socioeconomic^ 

variables arid sex role attitudes for black wbmeri thari for black men 
Except for sex, rione of the background variables, either alone_ or 
with others, explairied more than a very modest proportion of the 
variance in sex role attitudes. (CMG) 
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I hc past ilccailc lias \\iihcsscd iih chormoUs increase in research 
oh sc\ lolcs. As a rcsiili, an ihipressive hotly of liieraiiire is 
cuneiiiU riNailabrc in ihis rapidly devclopinii ''^ea (see Sean/oni 
aiul \ o\. i^Siii. It is still clear, however, that there are IremeiuioUS 
caps in the literature. Hspeeially evident is the relative scarcity 
ot contcnipoiars research on se\ role attitudes aniont: hiihoriiies 
in Lieneral and Blacks in particular. 

Much i^flhe existing research on Black sex role attitudes h;»s 
hecii lihiited to siiidies ofracial diflcrences and pariicularly whether 
Mlacks are attitiidihally niore epalitarian or rolc-ile.xihle than w hites. 
\ here is a iireat deal of cohnictini; data in this area; Some studies 
iound that Blacks had riiore egalitarian sex role attitndes than 
\Uiites (Scan/oni. l^Hi'O, while others reported more traditional 
altitudes amonii Blacks (Brnion. 19S1: GUhip. I'^'^v Hershey. 
prS: Rosen, l'>78), A third ^voun of studies suggested thiit BliiCk 
sox role awaudes may he more complex ihiih white sex role 
attitudes; 1 iial is, li^r example, Scan/oni ( r)75) tound that Blacks 
\\ere more traditit^nal than whites in some sex role domains and 
less uaditiimal in others; SiniilarU. MillihiAm and Smith (19811 
concluded that lor lilacks: ''Beliefs concerning equality hetween 
the sexes are not hiiiMU interrelated and constitute largely inde- 
pendeiit cognitive diniensiohs.** 

In addition to lihdihgs of facial differences; gender and socio- 
economic dillerences have emerged. AllMoUgh men have heen 
i:enerallv fo;ind to he more coiiservativc tliah women, there is 
some indication that these sex dinerehccs are less prvmouneed 
among Blacks iCrovits tV: Sieiimiann. l9.S0:Herslicy. 197S). I'he 
lindmgs for socioeconomic variahlcs have heeri coiisisterit \vith 
thai lor u hites. 1 jial is. educated persons, as well as those with 
liigl: income^: tend io he more egalitariaii and lihcral in their sex 
n>le altitudes than those with lower incomes and less education. 

Ill general- the availahle research on Black sex roles is much 
less dcvelop^'d than on whites; in addition, there have heen a 
numhcr of eonceptiial liniiiati()ns: Several scholars have raised 
(juestions ahout the \alUe of tiyihg to understand Black sex role 
.iildudes within a frahiework of while sex r()le ideology and have 
suggesied lli;it constructs such as "tradllioriar' and "modern" 
ma\ not he appropriate tor Blacks (Ciump< J^^'^^^- The contem- 
porar\ sex role attitudes of Black women and men hiust he cxaiil- 
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)hi\ trVnUi h iw/v syifyrinh ii in fxni /n i:y(ifit^ Yf oni the l,>n1 Uyumiimtm: 
( VntVi f'>t Sltniuvis (in>np Mcnuil ficalih. Xiitional Institntc jtit Sicntol 
Ui atih unit thr \otuma\ hisliwu- on Aiiinii- Ihc '''z''''''';*' .*^;'^'''''' 
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Ihifus h" their hrlff in the pnpdnilion *>} this nutfm\< np!. 
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Shirley J. Ihitchi'lt, PhJh und Alidn Ih (Jincl. Ph.D. 

incd w ithin the context of their parlieiilar history and experiences 
as well as the changes in ihe perception of women's roles in the 
hroader society: The interaction ofracial and scxui,! str;itificatioh 
complicates the nnraveling of Both dimensions and determinants 
of Black sex role atlitudes 

Historically, the sex roles of Blacks and whites have heen 
dinerehl. Fhese differences have had a particular impact upon the 
nature o\ Black male-female relationships as well as upon the 
family. To a great extent, the power of individuals within rela- 
tionships and families were suhjugaled t(^ and ihtluenced hy forces 
in the wider society during: slavery. Spoiiscs arid children could 
he sold away at the \vhim of the slave owner, Meri were limited 
in their ahiliiy to fulfilf the roles of family provider arid protector. 
Although women's spousal and parental rights and roles were also 
ahridged and ctmstrained: the interest of the slave owner in 
iriefeasirig his capital allowed some carrying out t^f reproductive 
arid hiirtufarit roles. 

During the period that followed the end of slavery, s<K*ial and 
ecorioriiic disci-iriiiriaUori have continued to constrain and influ- 
ence Black family life arid male-feniale relationships; The lahor 
force marginality of Black riieri has liriitted their fulfillment ()f the 
provider role and forced woriien. who have had access to low 
level services jobs, to both share ihis role or shinildef its respon- 
sihiiiiies alone. Among Blacks there have long existed the feality 
and efficacy of interchangeahle sex roles in the face of the tradi- 
tional expectations and values ol lhe wider society, 

;\ilhough these patterns oT sex role behaviors can he sceri as 
indeed functional over time for Black family survival, social sci- 
ence has treated them in the recent past as iridic;ilors of pathology. 
Accotding to l;adner (1*^72). **. . . the highly junctional role thai 
the Black fen\ale has historically played has caused her to be 
erroneously stefeoiypos as a matriarch: and this label has been 
quite injurious to Black women and men;" Ip; 4i). 

Indeed, e^aliiariari sex role attitudes, female employment and 
female responsibilities for households have all been seen as evi- 
dence of dominant, castrating Black woriieri and weak, shiftless 
Black men. Ironically, as similar patterns emerge among whites. 
diilVrcnt attributions arc being made, As woriieii's liheratioh comes 
intc^ its ow ii: egalitarian sex roles have become no\ legitiiiiate, 
hut valued; 

Oivcn the complexities discussed above. It becomes apparent 
that IJIiiek sc.x roles cannc^t he fully understood within the sex 
role ideology of the general population. What is "traditional" or 
•*hioderh" for Bliicks is dehatabic; 1 hus: this re*.carch evaluates 
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Bkck sex roles in terms of their ncxibiliiy and inierchangeabiiiiy, 
as bein«T "liberal." 

in uddiJion to conccpliiai iirriiiatibris in research on Bluck sex 
roles, there a'iso have been nielhodoldgic_al limilalibris. Most of 
whiU is known about Biick mm, roles eirfeir^d from small and 
bfteh rioh-repfesentative Bbck samples. As a result, very Hiile 
iritx^rmalibh is available that can confidenliy be generahzed ib jhe 
entire Black population, in an attempt to remedy the situation 
somewhat, ihe p-cserit research Is an investigation of the sbcib- 
jjconomicand demographic correlates of sex role attitudes based 
oiit^ large national probability sarhple of Black Americans. 



DATA AND METHOD 

Thc?^ dmn emerge from two sources^a haiiona! cross-sec- 
tional stuty i>f Black adults, aged 18 and older und a reimerview 
bf a sub-s;ii^le of this cross-sectional survey conducted by the 
Program for Research on Black Americans (PRBA) at the Survey 
R'Csearch C^^it^r al the University of Michigan during 1979 ;»hd 
1980. Interviews were obtained from 2 respondents in a multi: 
stagA: proHal>jtity sample of Bl^ick households in the continental 
^^td States.' Respondents who were determined to be eligible* 
-(vrMH)t*ier PRBA st^idy^ a Three Generational Family Study— 
w«K-^:.:>;r: ^mterviewed ^s part of that study / Of the 2167 respon- 
iiemv iii IVK- ::rf^i^-secaonal study, 1 122 or roughly 52 percenl, 
^i:rc ■blc tor the i^^rec Generational Study .Reinterviews were 
itteitne^ from 865 these respondents— 567 women and 298 
men.. Om- respondj^nts v^ho were interviewed in both l^he original 
€Tbss-seeiibnal study reinterviewed as part of the Three Gen- 
enitiorial Study were included in the analyses presented in this 

parser. _ 

The analyses involved tour sex role attitude items. Two items 
tapping attitudes toward familial division of labor were asked in 
the'orji:inal cross-sectional study. Two other items; one address- 
ing the perceptions of consequences bf women working and the 
other anhudes toward the role of motherhood for women; were 
asked In llie rcintcrvicw. The Items were wbrdcd as follows: 

1. For the next :wb siaiemerits, please tell me if you Mn^n^ly 

a: Both tmh and women should share equally in child care 

and house w(*rk. 

b. Both men and women should have jobs to support, the 

family: 

2. For the next levv statements, please tell me if ybu slrm^h 
a^rcc. (i^'rei\ f//.v<i/>r<'<' or stroti^ly disai^rcc, 

a. Having a job tak^Js iiway from a woman's relationship 
with her husband or children; 

b. Being a mother and rearing children is the most fulfilling 
experience a woman can have. 

I'Ke items above will be referred to a>^"Share Familiariasks;' 
(la), "Share Provider Role" (lb); " Women's Job Hurts Family" 
(2a) and "Motherhood" (2b) in the remaitider of this paper. The 
items are scored from I lb 4 with higher scores indicating more 
liberal responses. 

These preliminary analyses examine the support for these sex 
i-ole attitudes atnong Blacks in general arid among Black mcn^md 
women; the intercorrelation of these attitudes for the total sample 
arid by sex; and the bivariate rckuibnships of these four sex role 
aliiliides iifid nine background vartablcs-age, educatidri, house- 



hold iricbnie. region of residence, religiosity, arid marital Job and 
parental status. All of these variabies were included as predictors 
bf each attitude iterii iri a Multiple ClasHification Anaiyj^is (MCAK 

Results 

There w-»s a great deal bf siJ.ppbrt for ari egalitarian division of 
family lasK; and responsibilities ambrig the respondents in this 
study; Approximately 88 percent bf the sariiple expressed agree- 
riicrit (both "strongly agree" and "agree"nhat riieri and women 
should share in child care and^househbld tasks arid approximately 
75 percent agreed that both men and women should have jobs to 
support the family. Iri addition to these egalilarian views of familial 
roles, the majority bf the sample did not feel that having a jbb 
lakes away from a wbriiari's relatronship with her husband and 
family. However, more than 85 percent agreed that motherhood 
is the most fulfiHing experience a woman can have; 

Intercorrelation of Items 

The items were brily modestly intercorrelaled. The largest cor- 
relation for all respbrideriis was between "Share Familial Tasks" 
and "Sh^re Provider Role," r=.30, p < :(K)I; "Woman's Job 
Harts Family" and "Mbtherhbbd;' were very modestly, bat sig- 
nificantly; correlated, r- ,14. p < Xm i Wheri sex was comroUcd; 
ihe correlation between "Share Familial Tasks" arid "Share Pro- 
vider Role*' decreased slightly for men, r^ ,23, p < .(KJl , whereas 
the correlation between "Woman's Job Hurts Fariiily'^ arid 
"Mbth.rhbod*' increased. r-.22, p < .0()1. The opposite etm-4 
occurred for womeri; with the correlation of two familial rble items 
increasing slightly, r-.32; p < ;(H11 and the correlation for the 
other two items decreasing, r= ;1 1 ; p< .tX)[. Also, the correlation 
between "Share Provider Role" and "Woman's Job Hurts Fam- 
ily" increased to a sigriificarit, although still "i^^^l^^^ '^^^^'-^ • 
p < .(K)! for men only. These items remained uncorrelated for 
women. 

Correlates of Sex Role Attitudes 

Given the caste-class dimerisioris of sex stratification still per- 
sistent in modern society, one would expect the correlates or 
^determinants of sex role preferences arid a^tituae^ to be different 
for women and men. The remainder of this paper addresses this 
very general hypothesis. The bivariate relationships between each 
attitude item ard the eight predictor variables as well as the 
relative importance of each of these predictors in determirimg 
each attitude were assessed by separate MC'AS tor women and 
men. 

Table I presents measures of each predictor s ability to explain 
variance in the sex role attitude items alone (eta) and its explan- 
atory power relative to other predictors (beta) lor each attitude 
item fbr both men and women. Ovenill, a difference was found m 
the correlates of sex role norms of Black men and women. Age 
was related to aitiludes about the division of family tasks and 
roles only Ibr Black women, eta - .12, p < .05. Younger women 
were more likely to hoid liberal attitudes toward role and task 
sharirig thari older women. No age relatibriship was found for 
either sex for perceptions of the effects of women workirig. How- 
ever, age was related to attitudes abmit motherhood Un Black 
men,' eta = ,16, p < .05. Interestingly, both men 18-34 years bid 
and those over 55 had more conservative attitudes toward mbih- 
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TABLE 1 

i'lxplanatorv i'ower of Nine Prt*dktors of Four Sex Role AttiSudes 
for iiiack U omen and Nlen 



Men 



Women 



PredicUir?; 



Farhciy Income 
Hcligibsily 
Jt^b Scans 
Regi()n 

Parcntai Status 



Age 

Marital Status 
Hdncation 
i'amily Inccme 
Rcligiii^sitv 
Joh Status 
RcgU>n 

Piirentai Status 



Age 

Nlarilal Status 

h:ducali(ni 

I-amily Income 

Rciigiosiiy 

Joh Status 

Rv.'gi(ni 

Pareiual 



Age 

Marilai StaiUs 
Hducation 
F-amily income 
Religiosity 
Job SiaiU'^ 
Region 

I'arental Status 
Interview \UkW 



J-:ta 



Beta 



Kta 



A- »Share Familial l asks 



B, Share Provider Role 



.12 

.ji 

.Hi 

Ofi 

:23 



i). Motherhood 

A') 



R- 
R 



Adj, 



,2?> 
.05 
.08 
MA 
.17 
.19 

.20 



.14" 
.09 

;I4 
:iO 
.15 

.10 
.04 



Beta 



.02 


.04 




AV 


.18 


,16 


.IS 




:04 


■ .17 


,11 


,13 




.14 


,12 


,12 


.12 




.08 


.05 


.19* 






.07 


.07 


,iO 


.01 




.09 


:0S 


,13 


.17 




.09 


,io 


:U1 


.o^ 




M 


.01 


R- 


:12 


R- 




- .08 


R' Ad.i: 


.04 


R^^ 


Adj. 


.03 



.09 


.10 


.2r^* 


.20 


.11 


.(57 


.18*"* 


:13 


-02 


.10 


:06 


.07 


,05 


.10 


,05 


,01 


-11 


10 


.08 


,07 


;01 


.05 


.1)6 


.07 


A2 


.14 


.04 


.02 


_ M 


.m 


,08 


:m) 


R' 


.06 


R- 


,08 


R-Adj. 


:00 


R- Ad.i, 


.04 


iincalculah!e) 








*. Woman's Job Hurts Famiiy 




14 


.14 


.06 


,05 


,09 


.2.^ 


.11 


.10 




,19 


,12 


,1)9 


,0S 


.09 


.10 


.07 


.14 


:12 


.17*** 


.17 


:02 


.16 


.04 


M 


.16 


.16 


,15*** 


^ .16 




,18 


.11 


;iO 


R- 


,17 


R- 


,09 


R- Ad.j. 


.09 


R' Adj. 


.05 



R- 

_RLAd!. 



,03 
.06 
A^ 
.05 
.06 
,06 
.15 
;06 
:02 
.10 
,06 



•Hivanate rclallcinship signilicanee of p < 0-^ 
*Miivariate rejaiionship significance (^f p 01 
***l5ivariate relationship significanee ot'p < ,(K)1 

i hc adjusted R- or R- adj. estimates the pror^':^'^;*" "^^'^'^"^^ 

explained Hy all the predictors adjusied for chance of filling the mode! 
fiir ii given sample. The unad)i^^t<^tl R- or multiple correjiition cocfMcienl 
estimates the proportion of variance explained hy a particular run of 
MCA (Andrews el al.. 1973). 



erhood than men 34-54 years old. This relationship is contrary to 
v*.'hat one iiiight expect; given the exposure of younger men to 
new eiiiergerit role hdrms. ^ 

Maiiial status was only related to women's attitudes towards 
sharing the provider role, eta = .I8, p < :001. Married women 
were more conservative than previously married and never mar- 
ned women. Parental status was an impbrlant predictor of Biack 
men's aiiiiudes toward motherhood. Men who had children were 
more likely to agree that '^motherhood is the mcfst fulfilHng expe- 
rience a woman can have." Region and religiosity were both 
included in these analyses as indicators of normative eiiviroii- 
meht. Religiosity was related to attitudes toward the familial divi- 
sion of labor for men only (pta = : i9;^p < ,05) and to perceptions 
of the effect of female employment among women only (eta = . 17, 
p< .001). Men who said they were ';very or fairiy^' religious were 
more likely to hold liberal attitudes about sharing household tasks. 
Interestingly, women who said they were "fairly religious" were 
Tiore liberal In thetr atkitudes about the eflects of women working 
upon the family than women who said ^*very," "not too" or "noJ 
religious" at all. Region was significantly correlated with percep- 
tions of the effects of female employment for women only (eta - : 15; 
p < .001) and with attitPdes^toward motherhood for both men; 
(eta-, 23. p < .001) and women (eta = .19, p < .001). Wotnen in 
the Northeast had more liberal attitu*.les toward women working 
than those in other regions. Both Sonthcrn and mid-Western men 
and Southern wotneh were more conservative in their attitudes 
aboat motherhood than women and men in other regions? 

Support for th^ egalitarian division of hibor within the family 
did not difler by socioeconomic level for men. However, educa- 
tion as an indicator ci SES was related to attitudes toward jhe 
sharing of famfllial roicv and tasks for Black women eta = : 14; p < 
,01. Women with at \i> years of education were more liberal 
'in their attitudes fhan wo^hcn with less education. Conversely; 
education was related to ihc perception c^f harmiul^ects stem- 
ming from female cmploymem 'Among nicn (eta - .22, p < .001) 
but not among women. Men whh some education beyond high 
school but who were rii5t college graduates were the most coriser. 
vative. Those with more education were the most liberal, E^u- 
cation was related to evaluations of motherhood as the most 
fulRliing role for women among both men (cta= :27, p < .(H)l)and 
women (eta-. 24.. p < ,(K)I). Over-all, attitudes increased with 

years of education. _ 

In summary, these data further document the existence of a 
great deal of support for egalitarianism among Biack Americjins-- 
both men and women. Generally, these data show support for 
more modern sex role norms in all areas except one— mother- , 
hood. Motherhood is seen as the most fulfilling role for women 
for a large minority of both sexes. Although there are sex diHcN 
ences on three of these norms, they are perhaps not as large as 
one might expect. These findings arc consistent with previous 
research suggesting sex differences in sex role attitudes are less 
evident \ox Blacks than whites, that Blacks a?e more liberal than 
whites on some sex role attitudes and more conservative on oth- 
ers. Scanzoni (1975) found that Blacks were more conservative 
on norms pertaining to the appropriate behavior of the sexes but 
more liberal on {hosr;Kldi^Bsihrthei-ig^^ 
women: Also, Black women have been found to have more nur- 
tufanl attitudes than other women. Motherhood and family 
responsibilities have not been seen as antithetical to working or 

\Cominuvd on p, 11) 
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Correlates of Sex Role Attitudes iC<mmm'd from p. X) 

Vo being "lihcniicU * in the modem scmt of ihc word <Gam:p: 
1^)78). Indeed, ihcsc diiiichsiohs of sex role allliudcs were not 
corrdiiicd tor wohicn in this sliidy. 

Ovcrail. iiiis investigation found the correlators and predictors 
of sex a>ie altitudes of Black women and rrieri lb be difierehi. 
More reiiuionships were \our\d between the socioeeohomic vari- 
iibies included in these analyses ani' sex role atiiigde^ of Black 
wofhen than for the sex role attitudes of Biack men. However, 
except for sex. non»:: of the background variables in these analyses, 
either alone br with other predictors, explained more than a very 
iiiodevt propbrtibri of the variance in these sex role attitcides . 

C entral to mbst r^rsearch on sex role nbrrhs is the issue of women 
sharing the role bf prbvider. As has been documented again and 
again. Black women hfive al\va\ s wbrked outside bf the home al 
a greater rate than other women. Assumptibh bf the prbvidef role 
came first out of coercion and later out of need. It is in this cbhiext 
of historv and experiences of Bkick women \nd men that the sex 
roVc models in the general hterature are not applicable to Blacks, 
arid thus the dimensions of '^traditional vs. modern** become 
blurred. Sex role norms and behavior for Blacks arc confounded 
b> the unique experience of being Black in America and by the 
inlluence of the larger white society, ^i^^^-g^'^nip analyses were 
piirsiied in an effort lb gain insights into the intlucnces of both by 
examining at demographic and sbcib-ecbhbmic correlates of sex 
role altitudes among Black women arid riieri. It is possible that 
the kurge anu-unt of support for egalitarianisrii ambrig Blacks is a 
consequence of Blacks* unique experience in this cburitry. whereas 
ditTcrences Ibund among sub-groups speak of influences frorii the 
broader society: 

Notes 

'Households were selected in 76 primary areas (large SMSAs, 
other cities and counties). Forty-four areas were iri the South, 14 
in the North Central reigon. 10 in the Northeast and 8 in the V/est. 
-Eligibility was determined by having at least one living parent 
arid that parent's parent: or a living parent and a child at least 14 
vears of age. or a child w ho has a child 14 years old and older and 
a graridchild 14 years old or older: 

'In additibri, twb bf their farriily members: a parent and a child, a 
grandparent and a parent or a child and a grandchild were also 
interviewed. 
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